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Section I: Where There is Weeping and Gnashing of Teeth

1

Statement of the Problem

What if God is asking me what I want. The sky is unblemished blue. The third snow of a
Memphis winter. The rarity. Air has been described as rarified. I spent months obsessing
over the four elements, which we belonged to. I once wished I'd been in an arranged
marriage with Rita, a former girlfriend: our relationship lacked a spark, but she was
smart, and I could fill myself with lust and character-admiration for her. Wasn't that
enough, I thought. When I was young I asked myself what love was. Did I love my
mother. I think about going outside to wander in the snow. The blinding white. The dust
collected on my glasses. Solomon told God he wanted wisdom. He was led astray by
foreign wives. In Proverbs, he writes that a harlot's mouth is an open grave. I once wished
for an arranged marriage: a corral for the kick-kick of my heart against itself. Characteradmiration wanders around in the snow outside, do I want to look for it. Rita said her
elements are fire and earth. In my elemental obsession, my one conclusion was that I had
no proclivity to the solidity of earth. When we parted, she said, My feelings for you have
grown, but not the right ones. How could I say the same about my mother.
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Dream: Woman with a Son

While asleep, our forces prepare for war. An advisor proclaims ice magic ineffective. He
wants me to fight for the battalion of a woman who already has a son. She remembers our
conversation at a party that I no longer remember. While asleep, an ice storm rages
outside. It will for two days. I danced around the frontlines with a spear. I read in a book
by Idries Shah that people learning spiritual secrets before they were ready were like
cows who, after being milked, always kicked the milk pail over. I know that I am one
such cow. Within the same week of sleep, I see a vision of the ice fields melting.
Stepping over the free running of the streams. I will not sleep with the woman who has a
child because I am still a child myself. I walk through the melting field to the war again.
Once there, I see doors closed off to me, doors I am not ready for. I go through a list of
people I know and tell each one I love you. No ownership. Is this what surrender is.
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The Barriers to Breaking Through

Early in the morning, a documentary on PBS shows a man castrating a caribou with his
teeth. When he raises his head, white fur lines his mouth. It is the ancient way of
preserving just a pinch of testosterone. Without the castrated ones, the herd will suffer.
Fully intact males will not have the patience to dig through the ice for the green food
beneath. Instead, they bleat and fling themselves wildly above the surface, competing for
mates while the herd starves. The castrati calmly strike the frozen floor until it breaks.
The next scene is a graveyard: a young woman's gravestone. Suicide is rampant here. I
mean there, on the television. It is dark outside and in my coffee, and underneath my skin
there is no light. Sometimes when I do things, I feel hard knots tying inside my torso. I
call those things I do the wrong things. Sometimes when I sit and stare at the wall, those
knots melt. The milk pail ready to be kicked again. The thought of suicide is but a
phantom these days. A phantom is a thing that you half-see but cannot touch. It feels
merely cold, if it is felt at all.
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Tarot Interpretation: Justice

I ask my mother if those who commit suicide go to hell automatically. Yes, she says,
sharp as glass. Things I do not know about this moment: exactly how old I am, whether
the Southern Baptist preacher had dunked me in the baptismal yet, whether we are
approaching or leaving home, had I run the blunt toy knife along my pudgy arm yet,
disappointed that I couldn't end it. In the witchcraft podcast, the speaker calls the knife an
athame. In Tarot, the swords embody air. Discernment is a form of cutting: this is not
that. I am from my mother, I am not my mother. As in: cut the cord. In the podcast, the
athame is said to belong to fire, not the wand, because the athame commands and the
wand compels. Is mother compelling or commanding. When I am that young is there a
difference. The first character-admiration I had for my mother was that she treats us
fairly. Justice: a woman on a throne holding scales and a sword.
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Chaos and Order

To play video games, turn the television to channel three. My brother and I once watched
the scrambling static and pretended it was falling snow. Flip the switch, all goes black,
skip the intro screen. Inside the tube is an ordered world. Start left, go right. It beat
playing God over my action figures, where the winner was never a surprise. Inside the
tube is predictable uncertainty, something against which to strike one's teeth other than
air. My brother once raced a neighbor down the steep sloping road in front of our house.
The resulting crash chipped his front tooth. The replaced part is still slightly off-color,
whiter after all the coffee and cigarettes. I was the only child in the house never to wear
braces. Even mother wore them, eventually, when I was in college. Her jaw even had to
be surgically broken and set right so that her overbite wouldn’t return after the braces
were taken out. My sister, when angry, calls me vain for never getting them. She isn't
wrong. In my defense, I've always longed for love. As a result, I have the most crooked
smile.
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Re-Statement of the Problem

God is love. God is a jealous God. Perfect love drives our fear. I am never certain. In
every flower, the fear of hell hangs like a hidden fang. Even though I am a teenager,
mother calls the children's minister, Mr. Marty, to our house to talk to me. This time, I
am particularly disturbed by Hebrews 6:4-6: It is impossible for those who have once
been enlightened, who have tasted the heavenly gift, who have shared in the Holy Spirit,
who have tasted the goodness of the word of God and the powers of the coming age and
who have fallen away, to be brought back to repentance. To their loss they are crucifying
the Son of God all over again and subjecting him to public disgrace. I am convinced that
I have tasted the heavenly gift and that I have jerked off all over it, damning myself
forever.

The youth minister responsible for ministering to my age group, Mr. Stone, was not
called because he has wild mood swings and cries openly at the story of the cross. What I
need at this point is stability.

Once, in Mr. Marty's office, he told me about how much he loved the book Dune. The
sun shone through his windows. Mr. Stone's office was downstairs, which Carl Jung
would liken to the virulent, primordial parts of the psyche. I read in the beginning of
Dune: Fear is the mind-killer. I am soothed for a moment, but I forget it very quickly. I
sharpen my mind by fear, the fear of hell, clanging like a bell guarding me against sleep. I
accuse Mr. Stone's father of accumulating worldy possessions: an in-ground swimming
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pool, a camper. What I really meant to say was: how can anything be good if eternal
suffering is real.

I am harsh on the Stones, even though Mr. Stone lent me his guitar, told me I had the
long nimble fingers of a musician. I never finished reading Dune. Has God ever finished
Creation. What does one create from, but the virulent, primordial parts of the psyche. I
love God if he makes us from his own interior violence. What I didn't know I begged for,
what nobody told me, was this answer: cultivate interior silence.
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Interpretation of Towers: Babel, Jericho, Tarot

Language makes no decisions. Its meanings change mid-air. I decide that psychoanalysis
and ice share a bedroom. As do meaning and melting. God commanded Joshua to circle
the tower of Jericho with musical instruments. Do not attack it, merely encircle it. Given
enough attention, every wall within us will fall. The trumpets blast, the scrambling
inhabitants of the fallen stronghold put to the sword. Given enough inattention, a Jericho
will be built around you. Now you are in danger. In the Tarot, the Tower is struck by
lightning, a man and woman falling from the heights. Get close to heaven, and God will
scramble the language on your tongues. You cannot see with words. Bats, when
navigating by echo-location, see by listening.

9

Cacophony

As a teenager, I see on the news that a woman drowned her children in the bathtub,
claimed God told her to do it. Schizophrenia, the world said. The world says the Gospel
is foolishness, St. Paul said. God commanded Abraham to sacrifice his son, Isaac, but
intervened at the last minute. Abraham did not know God was going to intervene. His
faith, his willingness to kill his son, was credited to him as righteousness. In my early
adulthood, a computer game comes out that is named after this story: The Binding of
Isaac. In it, a boy's mother is told by God to kill her son, and the boy, stark-naked, is
chased by the mother into a labyrinthine dungeon, where he fights off grotesque creatures
with projectile tears. The original final boss of the game was the mother, who attempts to
stomp him to death with a red high-heel. I play this game most days for about a month,
empowering my Isaac with power-ups both sacred and profane: Pentagrams, Rosaries,
The Mark of the Beast, Contracts with Satan, A Crown of Thorns, the Stigmata. I read the
Sermon on the Mount over and over, and walk around my house hailing Satan,
pretending that it is courageous to do so. If any wants to follow me, Jesus said, he must
hate his father and mother, son and daughter, even his own life. Honor thy father and
mother, Moses said. The Word of God is perfect and beneficial for instruction, St. Paul
said. Hail Satan, I said.
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Object Lesson

I learn that dragonflies spend most of their lives, over two years, underwater, launching
their jaws out like a punch to catch prey. Only in their final few months, if they survive,
do they ascend above the surface, crawl out of their armor, sprout their wings and mate. I
can't help but think that this is a reward, rising above the water and shrugging the past
off. I named my car Galahad. Something inside him creaks when hitting a bump or
pothole. Galahad was pure of heart, that is to say, a virgin. Out of a lake, a woman's hand
holds up a sword for Arthur. The story of Galahad lodged in my heart, I burn in anger
thinking that God might be asking me to be celibate. The earth owes me nothing, with the
beautiful feast it renews every second for my eyes. Arthur destroyed his kingdom through
neglect, through searching for the Grail he'd never find. A regular customer at work has
an uneven face, a growth on one side of his jaw that I pretend not to see. He bonds with
me over phrases like leggy blonde and phenomenal brunette. It took my fellow coworkers
weeks to stop calling me hostess. He says I'm too old to do anything but look, but you!
Just a creaking sound, armor grinding into itself like teeth. I half-heartedly nod to his
objectification: the Grail is woman sublimated into spiritual object, not actual Woman, so
I, too, objectify sex, a fact that cuts now that it has risen above the surface.

What is worse than never finding the Holy Grail? he asks me one day.

He answers his own question, Finding her and realizing that you are not worthy.
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Training the Eye

The guy winning the girl at the end is a trope so sickening I want to break my sword over
it. In a dream, I am so angry that I am single that I break my ink pen over my knee. No
wonder in my poems about Galahad, his sword is broken. In my dream, a woman in a
passing boat holds her severed head. In my dream, I look in the mirror and feel my
member sucked into myself, behold myself temporarily as a beautiful woman. A young
man shoots a bunch of women in California because he believes they owe him sex. Mr.
Stone once said that Christ, while crucified, likely wasn't wearing a loincloth. That's what
it feels like. People pick up on your vibes. They see through your skin when you're
molting, when you are leaving behind an armor and waiting for your next skin to
strengthen. It is lucky, when I thought that a woman was too attractive to not be slept
with by someone, anyone, that my next thought was What have I become. My ex Rita was
an artist, and when I complimented her skill,

she said that the skill is in the eye, not in the hand.

My eye has been trained in an infinite brothel of images:

Scan face, breasts, open legs, is it working, then next...

Let the world open. Let the light sharpen in the leaves. Draw what is actually there, not
what you think is there. Anger is there. Hello, anger, I see you. Let us go into the woods
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and face each other like men, with our broken weapons. Let us lock eyes, dance close like
lovers.
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Theology: An Early Breakthrough

Something changed when I prayed: Let God be happy and be free from suffering.

The form of the prayer comes from Buddhist metta meditation, in which one intends
happiness and liberation from suffering for all beings, starting with oneself, and then
branching out to friends, neutral acquaintances, strangers, enemies.

It seems strange, looking back on it, that nobody took Christ’s command to Love your
enemies to mean Pray for Satan’s happiness. Or even, as I realized in my early twenties,
to pray for the happiness of the Old Testament God, the most terrifying enemy of all.

I'm sorry, Jehovah, that you are so angry you have to destroy the world. I'm sorry you
made the world such that your son died naked and forsaken. I'm sorry that you are full of
scrupulous frustration and boasting. I hope you find the peace of God, the peace that
passes all understanding.
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Feeding a Hunger Only Increases It

A friend tells me she stopped reading Tarot once she got into a long-term relationship. I
stopped reading Tarot when I got tired of seeing my life as what hasn't happened. One
looks up, sees three birds flying in the air, divines a good omen, feels good. There is a
moment every day when it becomes certain that one will spend the night alone: time to
get stoned and consult the cards. Each day has enough of its own evil. When cooking, I
have a tendency to continually open the oven to check if the food is warm enough. All of
the hot air shoots out like a cough. Nobody falls in love with eyes that continually ask:
are you in love with me yet? I look up, see three birds flying. It's beautiful, but no big
deal. Something taught me, like the Colorado River taught the Grand Canyon, like
starvation taught Christ in the desert. Longing turns the heart sour like eating candy
leaves the mouth feeling a little rancid--like something you once devoured is turning--to
devour you.
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Tarot Interpretation: Ace of Carrots

Like all ace cards in the Minor Arcana, the Ace of Carrots heralds a new beginning.
Underneath the hand holding the carrot, two pairs of rabbits copulate. If your sex life has
been limp, then look out! It's about to liven up! Make sure that you exercise, meditate,
practice an art, be sociable with everyone (not just attractive people!), get your work
done, eat right, call your mother once a week, have a five year plan, clean your house,
save money, maintain eye contact, give yourself positive affirmations, and above all,
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relax and be yourself! Your preparation is about to meet opportunity, especially if this
card shows up in a reading with the Empress, Lovers, Devil, Sun, World, any court card,
or Ace, Two, Three, Six, or Ten of Cups. Also, don't masturbate! You don't want to
spend that magickal energy before the magical time comes! Plus, everyone can tell!
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Pop Quiz

This picture is:

A. A lampooning of religious patriarchy
B. A therapeutic attempt by the artist to recover from sexual shame
C. Something the artist would not feel comfortable showing his mother
D. All of the above
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A Resurrection

On vacation, it is always a good idea to fall asleep before my father, otherwise his
snoring will fill the hotel room with choking sounds. These days when I lie down to
sleep, I have to have some noise--a documentary, a cartoon--lest the noise of my
wheezing keep me awake. My lungs creak like the boards of a wooden ship. I have never
been on a wooden ship. This started when I began smoking cigarettes--a while after I'd
already been smoking weed every day. The weed was for transcendence (or so I told
myself then), and the cigarettes were to get my shit done. My father can't breathe in his
sleep because somebody broke his nose in a boxing match when he was young. The
morning after he first used his prescribed oxygen mask, he actually woke up: he wanted
to talk, his mind zipped around in a way his body couldn't anymore. Like Rip Van
Winkle, he slept through much of our childhood and now wanted us all to cut loose with
him as though he’d been awake the whole time. I'd already reduced him to a noble image:
the endurance and commitment of an ox, working the same demanding and dull factory
job for his family, the only sparkle a sort of Zen enlightenment of a man whose life is no
more than chopping wood and carrying water. When you idealize something you destroy
it. My father, iconoclast, so happy at last to say, That Tony Soprano! What a character!
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Words, Words, Words

Let's be clear: when I talk about my mother I am talking about God. Both listened to me
late into the night when I was terrified. My mother would stand next to the yellow stove
lamp, watching my agonized face while I strung together a set of Bible verses that meant
I was damned, and then another set that meant I was saved. What to do with an absolute
authority decreeing in uncertainties.

Mother would always hug me after I tired myself out with talking. God would only hug
me sometimes: he wasn't a machine for trading words into grace. You don't put God's
embrace into words but when you do it comes out as you have suffered enough for now.
Also: stop masturbating.

And it is easy after God hugs you, after you've pleaded for him in frantic silent darkness
in bed, it is easy when you are broken open and new to go to sleep blessing the whole
world.

Mother's hugs, more consistent, and the message I needed more consistently: all of those
words you just said are quiet now. It took years to figure out the next logical step: and
therefore not necessarily true.
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Southern Baptist Parenting I

Let’s look at it this way: Mother’s oldest son reads a passage in a Carl Sagan book and
becomes an atheist at age twelve, never looks back. Mother’s second son sees this,
defends the faith on online message boards at age twelve, goes on mission trips at ages
thirteen and fourteen, joins a true love waits club his freshman year at college for two
meetings before judging himself cooler than the only other two repressed losers there,
exhausted by the terror of hell he says Fuck you to the Lord Jesus Christ for three years,
gets into Buddhism, does marijuana and psychedelics, has nightmares, reads The Tibetan
Book of the Dead, chants magic spells, uses all of his Christmas money from Mother to
sign up for an online class promising to be a scientifically tested path to spiritual
Enlightenment (O how beautiful the rebellion!), is obsessed with religion, but as a
heretic. Mother’s youngest, her daughter, sees this and goes on more mission trips, on
into her college years, feels a miserable spirit come upon her if she goes for more than
two days without reading her Bible, tells the middle brother, Whenever I look at Oriental
architecture I just feel icky, but I don’t know why.

Aha, the second son thinks, I did get all of this from Mother.
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Curious George

I was living by myself for the first time—no roommates, just me and my cat. I stole WiFi from the hospital across the street in order to listen to a witchcraft podcast. I was
between jobs that summer—my old restaurant had a kitchen fire and was closed for
remodeling. My new job at a vegan smoothie bar was taking its sweet time to actually
schedule me for hours. I was on food stamps, too poor to go out, and so I would stare at
my walls, go on walks in the disgusting summer heat, and listen to lectures on occult
practices, among them a form of laughter yoga, in which one forces laughter to come out
until the mind approaches sanity’s edge. I kept thinking that my subtle intentions
magickally started the fire in my old job. I kept thinking that I was full of shit. I talked to
my cat. I kept forcing myself to laugh in my car. I followed the podcast’s guided
meditation to meet my spirit guide. He was a red cartoon monkey, and when I asked his
name, he said, Curious George. I couldn’t take Curious George seriously, but like any
wise and mature spirit guide, he understood without taking offense and cartwheeled back
into the ether.

When the summer was over, I kept telling people I am so glad I am talking to real people
again.
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Fire

In the I Ching, the trigram for fire represents the mind's activity: it needs something to
cling to, to consume. The meeting place of breath and branch, a dance that is none of its
parts. Thinking is a fever trying to break a hostile invader. I am embarrassed that I once
journaled: The I Ching can set a bone. My bones were on fire and I didn't know what else
to say. Unrequited love is a hostile invader, a new god pointing at God through pain. I
cannot reach in and pull her out of my heart without melting my flesh to the bone.
Everyone around me has moved on, and I remain as a torch scrambling light on nothing
in particular. My favorite word for patience is longsuffering.
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“But these various magic powers are not so miraculous; if you don’t specially need
them, ignore them!” –The Tibetan Book of the Dead

My beloved friend asks me: miracles or magic? How are you defining them? Just pick
one.

I pick miracles: it is reassuring to have some bureaucratic angel stamping OK on a
wonder before it is performed, as a safeguard that it won't damage anyone's soul.

On the witchcraft podcast, the speaker makes the distinction between sorcery and heart
magic. Sorcery, coming from one's loins, is utilizing sheer force of will to make a
specific action occur: I want this car, this job, this woman. Heart magic attempts to
discern the underlying emotional need the external object is intended to meet—I want the
feeling of luxury, a sense of purpose, intimacy. This leaves the forces that be some wiggle
room to fulfill your desires without violently shifting hearts and coincidences towards a
specific mundane outcome.

Moses performs wonders, and Pharaoh's heart is hardened. Miracles or magic?
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Self-Referential Thoughts

1. I get to the parking garage before sunrise, before my manager. I sleep in my van for
fifteen minutes before taking the elevator to the top and grabbing the rolling garbage can.
This is a critical point in the morning, when despair awakens fully and I must decide how
to respond to it. On successful mornings, I stretch, I beat my breast, I force a fire to rise
by calling myself the name Rally, a shortened form of Puke and Rally. It was a nickname
given to me in college after I asked for another beer after drunkenly vomiting, according
to those present, with the guttural force of a warrior Viking.

I select the podcast that I am going to listen to while I drag the garbage can through the
garage, looking for trash. This morning selection is from Buddhist Geeks, a podcast that
focuses on the intersection of ancient enlightenment practices and emerging technology.
This episode features an interview with researcher Dr. Jeffery A. Martin, who has been
studying people who live without self-referential thought. These people, he says, are not
handicapped by the absence of self-referential thoughts. On the contrary, they are more
effective, more present, more peaceful, and happier than those with self-referential
thoughts. How do we know they are happier? They have had both ways of life, and they
prefer this one.

2. I don’t know why some ideas and not others jump out loud and naked, forcing
themselves into one’s way of viewing the world, but this was one idea that would not let
itself be forgotten over the coming years. I googled Dr. Martin every few months to
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check for new interviews and research findings. Over time, the idea became more fleshed
out. He was talking about Enlightenment itself, in an agnostic, scientific way. Members
of any religious tradition, and even atheists and agnostics, could experience this
phenomenon, which he called persistent non-symbolic experience. Moreover, through his
research he discovered the most effective techniques to guide someone into this
experience. When I found out that he had designed an online course designed to teach
these techniques, and especially once the price for it was dropped from 1500 to 500
dollars, I jumped on it.

Am I now Enlightened? Was I swindled?

Hell if I know. I don’t have to beat my breast and Rally every morning anymore, and it
isn’t because I have a better job.

That’s good enough for me.
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Self-Portrait as a Nobody

I am in a room full of people, and my mind does not know what my face does. I want to
see without being seen. I meditate to uncreate myself. I cannot see my own head. A Zen
priest, when asked about suicide, answered, Go ahead and kill yourself, but do not harm
the body. I am in a room full of people, and I haven't seen the television show that they
are talking about. My father has no friends. I once told someone, God is my only friend,
to which he replied, How sad is that.
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Section II: Be Fruitful and Multiply
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Fictional Pastor Gives a True Sermon on Cat Sex

"Cats have barbed penises. All cats--tabbies, tigers, leopards and lions. Sex is
excruciatingly painful for the female. During the act she will claw and yelp and try to
escape, but the male holds her there, scraping out the competition's semen with his
hooked member. The pain is the trigger to start the ovulation process. Through all this, I
just can't help but stop and wonder at the brilliant wisdom and power of the Almighty.
How great is our God, our Creator, our Father in Heaven to make such a beautiful,
intricate world."
29

His Voice Is Soft and I Hate That about Us

I moved to the apartment above an attractive friend of mine. While coming home from
the store, a man, our neighbor, late thirties-early forties, tanned face, long silvering hair,
stops me and asks about my friend. I've seen both of you talking. Is she your girlfriend?
Just friends. Oh good. There's just something about that girl. And it isn't physical. I hear
her playing the violin, and it's just so beautiful. I remember the afternoon when she last
played--I had come home from a tiring shift at the restaurant, opened a window, sank into
bed, let her notes ride in with the cool breeze. It intruded on the beauty of the memory,
learning that he was also listening from across the courtyard, his dream a competition
with mine. I have no evidence for it, but I'm convinced our dreams talk to each other. Our
secret lives are gossiping neighbors. Those who know how to listen can hear what I am
trying to say but am too embarrassed to be fully aware of myself. My neighbor confesses
to me I haven't been with a woman in eight years. He repeats himself: There's something
about that girl. And it isn't physical. I tell myself I don't want to be like this man. Of
course it's physical--I blushed when she bent over to pick something up in her apartment.
I tried to ignore what had occurred in me--afraid to want what I want. Being high didn't
help. Let's be fair, though, it wasn't only physical--she explained physics to me and I
talked about the Sufis. If she hadn't been pretty, though, that conversation could have
been just as good, and the thought of sex would still pop in my mind, but I'd be brushing
it away like a fly at a picnic, instead of taking ownership of it, of calling it I want you. If
she hadn't been pretty, I would have called it merely want.
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Keith Gives a Sermon and This is All I Remember from It

My neighbor stops me to talk again. I felt a sunrise in my soul, he says, the same color as
that car that I'm working on. He shows me his name, KEITH, lettered on the back of his
orange sunburst Volkswagen Beetle. He goes over the symbols suggested in each of the
letters, how the K is kicking its leg out with sass, and so on. It's just like the Buddha
taught, he says, and when the mother pushed the baby bird out of the nest, and it flew, it
was the most beautiful thing I've ever seen. I learn that he likes to cry, and journal, and
really taste his food: no television or stereo during his meals.

He seems too in awe of the world, and too similar to the person I am afraid of becoming,
so I tell him, Cats have barbed penises. They can't have sex without causing pain to the
female.

No wonder when I watch them, the female is always yowling, he says.

He says it like he watches cats having sex regularly.
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Be Shrewd as a Serpent and Innocent as a Dove

My cat caught a bird. I had left the door to the balcony open because my cat likes to sit
outside. I was asleep, and I heard something screaming in my dream. I wake up, and my
cat walks in, the screaming bird in his mouth. He lets it go, paws at it, and it flaps around
wildly. I grab my cat by the back of the neck, and hold the door open for the bird to fly
out. Is the bird okay? Keith asks from his own balcony across the courtyard. Yeah, it got
away, I say. Good, he says. The birds are my friends. I sweep up the grey feathers. The
birds are my friends. Fucking Keith.

I learn later that the bird in all likelihood wasn't going to be okay. Even if they escape,
after being bitten by cats, birds will shortly die due to the bacteria from the cat's mouth.
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Theology: The Problem of Evil

I've trained myself to reinstate calm in spite of stress by focusing on my breath, but I
wake up in the middle of the night unable to breathe. I lean forward, bracing my arms
against the doorframe of the kitchen, forcing my lungs the tiniest bit open, feeling
something like radio static scrambling inside me against the outbreath.

I am panicking.

I am already focused on my breath.

How do I calm down?

My cat howls and sprints between my legs. God-dammit Sey-mour! Can't you see--I'm
not fucking playing?

I've prided myself on being able to sit out suffering, but God always knows how to strike
us down. He does so with a kiss in his hand.

I wouldn't wish this suffering on my worst enemy.

God did wish this on me, so to speak.
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Who is more compassionate?
Is that even the right question to be asking?

34

Something is Seeing My Seeing

Classify the following questions by their presupposed function or intention. Classify your
intentions behind classifying them. What is the classifier. Would you still be you if you
woke up tomorrow in an entirely different body. When I was twelve, my father took me
to a video arcade. It was huge, palatial, with two floors, a fountain, fine carpets on the
floors, spiraling staircases. I told big stories about it to my brother and mother, about all
the fun I had. The next time I was there, they were there with me, and it was just two
story movie theater with no movies, only arcade machines. Did I see through their eyes.
How much of this memory is a construction, based on a skeleton formula of a real
disappointment. What function does that memory serve in me now: equanimity (as a
check against too much excitement), fondness toward my father, equanimity (as a check
against viewing the world too absolutely through the disappointment of those around me,
especially the dominating archetypes of my mother and older brother).

Hypothesis: we are exhaustible

but vast.
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Mysticism

Sea turtles navigate across vast oceans due to an internal sense of the magnetic fields of
the earth. I'm not sure if scientists have pinned down the biological mechanism that
provides this sense of the magnetic fields, but the turtles can feel it, even if they can't feel
it, even if they don't know that they feel it.
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Architecture of the Heart

Inside it are chambers. What a perfect word for it. Jesus might as well have said: in my
Father's heart there are many chambers. Is it damaging that God was never called a
Mother, too. How I want to burst. In our Mother's heart there are many chambers. She is
preparing a place for us there.

How do I know this is true? The place she is preparing is in my own heart, too.

It hurts. All births do.
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The Membrane Between Self and Other Creates Self and Other

A jazz musician, leaned into his upright bass, one ear crooked out toward the rest of the
quintet. I can almost see the strings between him and the other musicians. The
concentration so intense it crosses into possession. I could throw around the phrase selfannihilation, but that implies nothingness, not an empty mixing bowl. I am a fool for
trying to explain it to my friend. How many am I? My soul is an empty room, and I keep
putting up posters of women I don't love. Boredom would be the enemy if enemies
existed. I ask my cat if he is ready to become a human. There is more moment than I can
make room for--that is what I mean by God.
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Crass Menagerie I

In certain species of hermaphroditic flatworms, mating is the conclusion of what is called
penis fencing. Both flatworms attempt to stab and impregnate the other with their penis-the stabber then becomes the father and the one stabbed, the mother. It is rare for the duel
to be a draw, that is, for both duelists to become mothers. Because it is more time and
resource intensive to be a mother, it is less desirable, to say nothing of being stabbed.
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Crass Menagerie II

The female bedbug is the receiver of what scientists call traumatic insemination. The
females are stabbed in the abdomen by the male's penis. I've heard that insects don't feel
pain. The female bedbug must be struggling to get away for some other reason. This
stabbing increases the chances of infection--so much that when bedbugs are kept in dense
groups for observation in laboratories, a mass extinction event is likely, starting with the
adult females.
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Crass Menagerie III

Female angler fishes are much larger than males. In order to mate, the male will attach
his head to the female's body. Enzymes will break down the male's head, fusing it into the
body of the female. Their blood vessels connect, and the male wastes away, losing his
digestive tract, heart, brain. All that remains eventually is an appendage with gonads,
ready to pump sperm into the female when the time comes to egg release.
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Those Who Know Don’t Talk, and Those Who Talk Don’t Know

I feel like an ass when I say things like it seems like the spirits are... to a friend. He's a
trusted friend, though, so I persist. I hedge—I believe and don't believe in spirits.
Sometimes a feeling comes upon us, a thought as slight as the wind through a flute.
Whose fingers are on the keys. Who is making music out of us.
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Tarot Interpretation: Ace of Carrots, Reversed

Father rabbits have been known to eat their young in hopes of being able to fuck again.

Mother rabbits have been known to eat the penises of father rabbits in order to protect
their babies.
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Crass Menagerie IV

A certain species of bee: after sex the male's penis detaches and remains in the female
while the male bee goes off to die. The next male approaches, digs out the last male's
penis, proceeds to have sex.
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Mind Control

In Thailand and Brazil, a parasitic fungus spore eats its way through an ant's exoskeleton
and eventually makes its way into the brain. Once in the brain, it controls the ant,
convulses it with its own muscles, separates it from its herd. Then it drives the ant to
climb a nearby plant and clamp its pincers onto a leaf vein, keeping the ant in place after
its death. Eventually, the fruiting body breaks through the ant's head, releasing spores out
to infect new hosts.

Entire colonies have been destroyed.

Ants have learned to notice when a member of the herd has caught the spore. They carry
the infected far from the colony to prevent mass infection.

Ants groom each other to remove any spores.

Another fungus acts as a parasite to the parasite, effectively castrating it altogether or
limiting its reproductive power to less than a tenth of its natural output.
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Section III: Spread the Gospel
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The Spirit House

I am in a hotel in Thailand looking out a window at a tiny red house, the size of a large
birdhouse. They call it a spirit house—a place to give offerings to the spirits.

Of course I believe in it. I am there on a mission trip. Age thirteen—the youngest of the
group.

We believe in demons.

We believe in righteousness—not as a mere word, a mere tool to accomplish
communication, but as a radiant cloud in a parallel, subtle reality.

So spirits, too. Evil ones. I may have been alone amongst the missionaries to sense the
presence of neutral spirits, stopping by the spirit house to eat, having a conversation
about the spirit newspapers, watching our inner lives like television.

Not that I perceived them that way at that time, exactly. Fear was still pouring in from a
faucet in a locked room, drowning the carpet of a floor I still hadn't descended into.

What I mean to say is that I didn't see communicating with spirits to be inherently evil,
although the idea of contacting evil spirits scared the shit out of me.
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The Puberty Talk

Between the ages of fourteen and twenty-seven, I couldn't go three weeks without
masturbating, the three week streaks being the best I could do to avoid it—often with the
fear of hell, of losing God's grace, as the motivation.

I had very little idea before the age of fourteen what it was—only that classmates would
bang the underside of the table repeatedly and then squirt their lunch milk all over their
tray.

When I was twelve, my father drove me aimlessly around Nashville every night of my
spring break to listen to Dr. James Dobson's Focus on the Family audio-cassettes meant
to introduce young men to the changes in their bodies. Dr. Dobson said, Parents should
listen to this part ahead of their children, because my individual opinion may differ from
theirs. What I am going to talk about is masturbation.

My father stopped the tape, turned to me, and said, He's talking about masturbation. He
then turned the tape back on. According to Dr. Dobson, masturbating wasn't something
one should feel that bad about while one was still an unmarried teenager. Persisting in
such behavior once one was a married adult was a different matter, but for now, it
wouldn't make sense to have all of these urges and no healthy way to relieve them.
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I still had two years before I knew what they were talking about. There was a burning
question that those tapes answered, that I was too shy to ask anyone: During sex, does the
penis go into the vagina or the butthole?
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Father-Son Time

1.
My father says, Hey son, let's go somewhere. Where? It's a surprise.

Mother is putting up the leftover spaghetti, and the sun is just beginning to set. Father and
I get in the car. I am holding onto a CD player and a case of mostly Christian rock CDs.

The car glides through the hills of Highway 12 as the sky darkens, as the hills become
black shifting forms, womblike, silent, haunted. I crane my neck to look up at the stars. I
am trying to think of a question to ask my father.

What was it like when you were growing up?

Oh, he says, we moved around a lot. But that was pretty much it.

Or, when I tried to ask for spiritual guidance:

You just pray and read your Bible, son.

Or, from his side:

How's school?
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Oh, it's okay. I like my English class.

That's good.

After fifteen minutes, I will find a CD to listen to, and put my headphones on, feeling a
pit of guilt in my stomach.

Father will put it on sports talk radio.

The car will arrive at a music or bookstore, where I will browse the aisles for a book or
CD I want. I try to find something that is twelve dollars or less.

Is that the one you want, son?

Uh-huh.

Back in the car. If it is a CD, I listen to it on the way home. If it is a book, I hold it up to
read random sentences under the fleeting waves of passing streetlights.

Did you boys have fun? Mother asks when we get home.

Uh-huh.
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2.
One time at a bookstore, I saw a book called The Discontented Generation. I felt
discontented, and so I picked it up.

I showed it to my father. He took it from me and ended up buying it for himself.

It wasn't until I saw it sitting on our coffee table at home that I realized I had misread the
cover: The Disconnected Generation.
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Rite of Passage

I saw pornography for the first time when I was twelve. None of my friends were in my
class, and so I made friends with a boy named Jacob. He was heavy and blond, and his
phone number had 666 in it. He said he went to church, and so I ignored the mark of the
beast. The computer was in their kitchen, as ours was, and Jacob's mother was in the
other room. He typed boobs in a search engine, and another friend and I jolted with
electricity as the page opened and we looked at each other, wild eyed, and back to the
screen.

You've got to get ready to go, Jacob's mother called from the other room, tense and
distracted about something.

Yes, Mom, Jacob said, shushing us with his hand.

We were giggling. We were alive.

Every woman I knew looked something like that under her clothes.

Mysteries could be split open and devoured.

We were dizzy. We were drunk.
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Thailand: The Miracle That Didn’t Happen

A Thai boy missing a finger, a young missionary told that miracles happen on these trips.
Praying while clenching my stomach, my eyes, my teeth. I open my eyes, and his finger
is still gone.

If it had magically grown back? Would I have held his hand up for the others to see? In
all the following excitement, how our vision would narrow, how my heart would swell
closed, thinking that I'm a chosen vessel.

He looks at me. I can't know what he's thinking. I'm too busy trying to make myself a
miracle worker to see what the moment actually needs.
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Imagining the Insides of Houses

The organization sending us on the mission trip to Thailand was called Teen Mania. It
wasn’t until years later that I put it together that mania is an actual psychological
disorder, that it was the manic in manic-depression. Not that I was manic depressive—
only dysthymic, a mild and chronic form of depression. In seventh grade, I did walk
around the house saying, I’m manic depressive! My father said, Don’t joke about things
like that.

I was joking and not—wanting someone to notice my pain but not to make me feel
vulnerable by noticing it too loudly.

In tenth grade, my father drove me to a Christian psychologist, Dr. Smith. I remembered
admiring his house, where our sessions were held—the leather couches, the bookshelves
filled with titles such as I’m O.K. You’re O.K., the handsome lamps, the white carpeted
staircase climbing past the chandelier in the foyer—it was the kind of interior I would
imagine for the houses we drove past in the night, on the ride home. A house for a kindly,
bookish old man and his sweet stylish wife, both happy and quiet and in touch with a
beautiful whole simple mystery. A house I could see my future self in, talking with a
terrified teenager, noticing him but not too loudly.
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Mind Control II

1. In the months before the mission trip, an intern at Teen Mania would call me once a
week. I dreaded the calls because the high-energy intern would ask me about how the
fundraising toward the three thousand dollar trip was going—what did I do this week,
what was I planning to do, have I tried a bake sale, a yard sale, a car wash, have I
contacted local churches.

I wanted to quit bothering strangers about money.

I called a Methodist minister, asking if I could mow their lawn to raise money for a Teen
Mania trip, and he told me, I don’t support that group. I wondered why, but he didn’t say.
(How could a minister disagree with a group trying to spread the gospel around the
world?)

At the end of the phone call, the intern would ask for prayer requests and pray for me. I
liked it when other people prayed for me, especially as fervently as they would, saying
the names of God like magic invocations when they couldn’t think of what else to say:
God Jesus Lord I ask you just to bless and be with Matt Jesus God our Savior give him
peace Almighty One I lift him up to You…

I had faith in their prayers that I didn’t have in my own.
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2. I find out later that the interns are members of the Teen Mania program called the
Honor Academy—a year in which the young high school graduates dedicate themselves
to God by fundraising for Teen Mania. As part of the Honor Academy, the interns are
guilted into volunteering for a grueling boot camp in the name of devotion to Jesus. Over
four days, they get a total of four hours of sleep, are called maggots and trash by drill
instructors, have their heads dunked underwater, are made to roll down a vomit-covered
hill, are pushed through military grade obstacle courses, and then are led through a
passage toward a giant bonfire made to resemble hell itself. After the their spirits are
worn down, the hell bonfire is genuinely terrifying, at least according to the accounts I
read on blogs of those who endured it. MSNBC even made a short documentary about
Teen Mania, called Mind over Mania, implying that Teen Mania is a cult.
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Jesus never said that the Kingdom of Heaven is like a giant donkey dick, but Rumi
did--

--that if you didn't put a gourd at the base of it before it pleasured you, it
would fuck deep into your guts, killing you.

...is this why doors in my dreams are closed, why there are gatekeepers shaking their
head not yet at me, why I sometimes have the impression that God is not so much a
person, that personhood is something It filters through for my understanding, that maybe
God's personality is a gourd separating our relational bliss from my brain spilling apart
like a popped cellular membrane...

...why some never come back from psychedelic trips, why the scruffy blond man at the
hippie co-op said, yesterday I finally talked to the elves, why the co-worker said of our
boss that man played Crossfire with his pineal gland and lost, why the homeless scream
nonsense at a very Convincing Nobody...

A friend asks me Do you really think that every instance of psychosis is someone
encountering God before they are ready?

Yes, I say, as though I can see through all mysterious nonsense.
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God is Terror, Too

This the Old Testament writers got right, but also the Buddhists with their wrathful
aspects of the deities.

Let's suppose that we are sheep being shepherded around-Let's suppose that our movement is a movement towards X and a movement

away

from Y
Let's suppose that God is everywhere, when we head in the direction of X God is the
shining compassion of thousand-armed Avalokitesvara
When we head in the direction of Y the Thunderclapping, Carcass-splitting
Yahweh drinking the blood of a Sacrificed Lamb

What is the purpose of all this movement?

Why have anything at all, let alone a linear path from Y to X?

These are tools, it says, not Reality. You don't get Reality, it says, you get only exactly the
nextmost step for your little lost hooves.
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Forgivable Blasphemy

Christ preaches, the only unforgivable sin is blasphemy against the Holy Spirit.

If we have a Holy Spirit, then who needs a Father or a Son except as instrumentalconcepts for use by the Spirit?

A god wild and still as the wind, unpredictable, tricksterish, subtle, cutting, burning,
ungraspable, permeable through our own cells, indivisible and invisible but impossibly
intelligent.
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Wishful Thinking, Featuring Shadow People

I am twelve, sitting in my room against the closet, the typical place I sat down to pray,
having the idea that some nights vague figures in dreams told me my whole future under
the condition that I'd forget it the next day. I ask the vague figures to show me what my
wife would look like. I close my eyes. I concentrate. I open my eyes. She is beautiful, I
say aloud.
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Dating Woes

So how are things going with that lady? I imagine my friends asking me.

She thought it was crass when I joked about drinking baby pee for communion, I imagine
myself replying.

She thinks I’m immoral for statements like that, for telling true stories about hand and
blow jobs.

I think she’s immoral because she cuts ahead during a lane closure on the highway but
doesn’t let others in who have also cut ahead.

At this rate, I will be single forever. That leaves the question: what to do with the energy
of thousands of whirling sperm, a punitive and puritanical guardian spirit, and the silent
aching yawn stretching through time, taut, tempting to snap the endless drive-by fields
apart?
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Theology: A Later Breakthrough

I want to be invulnerable, I said to Allison, my therapist.

Nirvana means invulnerability. I don’t know why the voice said in my head: You must
now prepare for death, or how I knew to invest the voice with authority. I was writing
poems as magic spells to nightly read aloud to exorcise the shadows from my head and
bed. The Tibetan Book of the Dead says that when the god of death, Yama, is eating you
alive, and your body keeps reassembling to be eaten again and again, remember: these
are all thoughts in your mind.

For the first time, Hell is psychological. Hope. Terror must be participated in, however
subtly—when we find ourselves in Hell, we have a choice of how to respond to it.

I do not tell Allison that I smoke weed all the time.

Therefore, I do not make the obvious realization that it is worsening my social problems.
Anxiety is like salt—not enough and the meal is bland, but too much and it’s all you can
taste.
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Matriarchy

My father has high blood pressure. At a burger joint, he and my mother order salads
while I get a double cheeseburger. After the salad, my father waits a few minutes before
asking my mother, Can I get a cheeseburger?

Sure, she says.

His voice was lightly pitched, pleading.

Therefore, for eight months, Allison was my new mother.
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Dream and Interpretation

Dream: A transgender woman and I sit at a table. She says, Dancing is the most spiritual
thing one can do. I disagree, but respectfully. Everybody’s got their own thing. After all,
she’s the one with a boat that I’m trying to get on. Then the room begins to spin, and I
think of the Sufis, the whirling dervishes spinning in rapture, and I am the still point of
the turning world repeats in my mind, easing the dizziness and opening----

Interpretation: I am at a dance club, real and awake but slightly drunk, dancing by myself.
A woman wants to dance with me, but she is turned away from me, won’t look at me. In
order to dance with her I must compress my movements, make myself smaller, work with
her off-rhythm. She grasps at my hands possessively. I am bored. I want to spin around. I
spin her around. She won’t look at me. She turns back around, all the better to own my
hands.

Even I don’t own my hands.
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Transference

If I have a genius, I tell Allison, it is a religious genius.

Q. How did she respond?

A. How should I know? I was busy listening to myself talk.

That’s what your parents want, Allison says, but what do you want?

Q. What did that feel like?

A. Like the room slamming open

You mean I can be cured? I ask Allison.

Sure, she says.

Q. Why didn’t you tell her about all of the drugs?

A. She would nervously fiddle with her wedding ring and I hoped she might be in love
with me.
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Do you have a preference as to the gender of your counselor? the intake interviewer asks.

No, I say.

Q. Would you have told a male counselor about the drugs?

A. I convinced my beloved friend, the strongest encourager of my weed and Adderall
use, to also go in for therapy. His counselor was male. His counselor openly admitted to
being intimidated by my beloved friend’s intelligence. My beloved friend openly
admitted to his drug use. He made no progress in therapy that I could tell.

I needed to fall in love with her. That’s how therapy works.
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Tarot Interpretation: The Last Judgment

Work out your salvation with fear and trembling.

Fear is the mind-killer.

I have a compulsion to redeem the Bible from those who taught it to me.

I flirt with religious girls that I may absorb them into my Religion.

I once pulled a Tarot card for each in a group of could-be friends. My card was The Last
Judgment.

The witchcraft podcast again: the esoteric meaning of the Christian Final Judgment is
that You decide how much of the shit You’ve let into Yourself is actually worth keeping.

The subtitle of The Last Judgment card: Spirit of the Primal Fire. That was my name in
the group.

God promised not to destroy the Earth by flood again---the next time will be by fire.

If Global Warming melts the icecaps, will we be destroyed by fire or flood? God or Man?
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The group is discussing the destruction of the human world. Nature will be fine, I say.

The eradication of human beings does not terrify me, but once I thought someone was
breaking into my house and I ran around screaming in the living room No! No! No!
before realizing that I had tripped the alarm myself.

Behold, I come like a thief in the night.
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Servant of God

My bosses are out sick, and the owner leaves the computer shop to take them some cold
medicine and ginger ale. By myself, door locked. Hold down the fort. I go to the
bathroom, pull out my phone.

Want to? But with the company’s wi-fi? What if they had some way to tell? No, turn off
wi-fi. I search for pelfies—pussy selfies—like I did last night, the stranger spread-eagle
in the bathtub, a smirk on her face.

Before any image appears, I can hear a knock on the outside door. I double-check my belt
and fly before answering: the bald minister from the bilingual church next door wants to
let somebody know that if we hear any noises behind the store, then it is some of his folks
grabbing some pallets my bosses told him about. Hopefully they won’t take too many
pallets, as my bosses wanted to use some for gardening. I nod—he is inside the store and
the yellow walls echo a weird energy—pussy selfie energy—and I’m surprised I can look
him in the eye, even if I’m not entirely present.

How strange it is to hold against the light of regular life the things screaming within the
darkness just seconds before.

He walks away, then turns back and holds out his hand. I feel my hand in his and try to
remember if I had actually touched myself, if I should feel worse.
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My name is Pastor Pat, he says. And your name is—Matt. Forgive me, when you get
older, certain things start to slip—
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Notes on Servant of God

1. Up until age 23 I had masturbated at every job I had. It started out as a teenage
joke—a fifteen minute paid bathroom break for which Wal-Mart technically paid
me two dollars. Then at the Dell factory the summer my father and I worked the
graveyard shift—where they made me feel so guilty for taking a bathroom break
that I decided to earn that guilt by technically getting paid for another bathroom
quickie. Masturbating on the breaks at Target felt political, too—the worse the
job, the more it felt like a statement against the man—but at Target it was more
about lust. Lust I would kick up to fight the boredom and powerlessness of
cashiering, but lust helped along by attractive co-workers and customers. This, of
course, made the guilt worse, made the dead-soul, let’s-please-not-make-eyecontact-or-talk aura of the job stronger. Then there was the sheer novelty of doing
it in the company garbage truck at the top of a parking garage—to be a part of the
city skyline, truck not even parked, in drive, rolling ever so slowly, the thrill of
feeling out in the open, but the odd loneliness of the empty cars.
2. I resisted masturbating in the bathroom of the vegan smoothie bar because the
other workers were very perceptive—perceptive enough to smell cum, and bold
enough to say something about it.
3. I find the word selfie annoying, the word pussy problematic, and the word pelfie
ridiculous.
4. As a concept, pelfie does suggest, but not guarantee, the complete autonomous
decision of the women to create the images of themselves. Also suggested (but
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not guaranteed) is the amateur status of the women, that is, that economic forces
are not coercing them into creating the images. What is suggested about the
consent to post the images online?
5. Pornography is like meat eating. It’s easy to lose one’s appetite, midconsumption, by thinking about where it came from. I have, however, finished the
meal almost every time the thought occurred to me.
6. How many times have I contributed to a sexual assault by masturbating to a
sexually explicit image of a woman who did not consent to have her body made
public?
7. The woman naked in the bathtub had a tattoo on the inside of her left leg. I
zoomed in so I didn’t see it.
8. The reason for Pastor Pat’s visit seems inconsequential enough to smack my
overactive imagination as being divine in origin.
9. I had judged Pastor Pat harshly, without having ever met him, for his continually
bringing over past-shelf-life but still-edible sweets from Kroger. I was disgusted
reading the artificial polysyllabic ingredients lists on the cakes and depressed by
the cheap plastic rings with cartoon stickers stuck to them that were shoved into
the lopsided melts of icing on the cupcakes. I imagined the people manufacturing
the cheap rings in the Philippines or somewhere, imagined the despair at the
emptiness of that job. I pitied the parents buying the cupcakes for their children—
the obesity, the shadow of diabetes, the thought that those cupcakes could be as
good as one could do for their children, the growing suspicion in the child that
those cupcakes mean something about their status… and for all this I questioned
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Pastor Pat’s being a true servant of God, that he’d give out food so unwholesome
that I considered it borderline poison.
10. I could go on—how I judged the dogmatism, the spelling errors, the pathetic
cheesiness of the hand-markered poster on the window of the church next door
about how in their Sunday School the Bible is the only Textbook, Prayer is the
Homework, Jesus the Teacher.
11. Before you remove the speck in your neighbor’s eye, first remove the plank from
your own.
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Self-Portrait with Arrogance

There I was, posed nonchalantly on my porch chair with a pretzel stick between my
fingers like the cigarette that I had quit smoking, when I was surprised by how old the
Papa John’s delivery man was, how he looked like a professor I’d had, and how he
wasn’t him. My roommate, in his dress shirt and tie, smoking a real cigarette, fresh from
his job as a general manager of a Panera bread, spoke respectfully, signed for his pizza.
The delivery man eyes me twice, and I stay steady in my gaze, unmoving from my pose,
cocky like I’m being painted by some impressionist, my features somehow sharpened by
the blurs of paint.

I’ve read enough Flannery O’Connor. I know what my soul is doing in relation to his.

I intellectually know I’m the evil one, and I intellectually know that I can’t do otherwise
than to think that I’m better, and I also know what God’s grace can appear as when it hits
a soul like mine: a hurricane blowing the blood clean out of me, leaving me open against
it, a naked nerve to all the wind dashing through me.

The delivery man probably doesn’t have thoughts like this.

God help me, I’m trapped.
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Repression I

Q. Did you ever masturbate to Allison?

A. I don’t remember explicitly, but I must have.

Her eyes were so big.

I must have exerted extra force in forgetting it.

I had to look her in the eye and feel like she cared about my feelings afterwards.

I couldn’t have her wondering why I was acting more defensive the session afterwards. I
couldn’t be extraordinarily defensive, anyway.

Q. What are you defending?

A. My eyes from the sun. The world from my cock.
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Self-Portrait with Sleeplessness
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Repression II

So alien was touch to me that for at least the first week of having my cat, when he would
curl up in my lap, I would get an erection.

I’m not trying to elicit pity.

I get erections from holding hands.

Not in church circles when we close in prayer.

Not as often, I mean.
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Dream Interpretation: Anger

Another dream: the ice fields are melting again, for the first time in months, only this
time they smell like piss. I’m up to my waist in the swollen river of it, and children are
playing in it.

A mixed omen: my emotions are flowing again, but they are negative.

In the next dream, an alpha male teases me, and I tell him Eat your own dick, faggot.

Oh, that’s where the piss smell is coming from, I think.

In waking life, I could conceivably tell someone to eat his own dick, but I wouldn’t call
him faggot.

Example: one day a car almost hit me and a friend at a crosswalk. Against the
protestations of my friend, I flipped the driver off. He pulled up beside us, and I told him
to Eat shit. Twice.

He said, What if I put a bullet in your head right now?

I said, I’d see God and he’d send me to hell.
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He said, You think God is at that stop sign back there?

I said, God is everywhere, asshole!

80

Section IV: If Your Eye Causes You
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The Call to Mystic Union

Just so that we’re on the same page: the fruit of the Spirit is kindness, gentleness,
peacefulness, generosity.

When I was in middle school, I was depressed, and my parents would try to help.

Why do I feel so bad if God is so good? I asked

Life just has ups and downs, son.

But God can do anything! I said. He can make me feel good all the time!

We were both right. My parents’ conventional wisdom only seemed to contradict my
early leanings toward the mystics.

Part of the problem, of course, was middle school, the re-living of which being the
number one reason why I don’t want to be reincarnated again: the searing boils on my
face, chest and back, the jeers, watching the teacher ask the object of my infatuation right
in front of my monstrous face, He’s scary, isn’t he? and hearing her say Yes.
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Theology: New Foundations

The fruit of the Spirit was one of the earliest Bible passages that I reaffirmed my belief in
after I lost faith because that passage did so much to undermine Southern Baptist
theology—if someone practices another faith and as a result is made more kind, gentle,
peaceful, and generous, then God is working through that faith.

But the heart is deceitful above all things.

Dreams, however, do not lie, because spontaneous things do not lie. If accidental
revealing words are Freudian slips, then Dreams are Freudian slip-and-slides.

But Christ said No man comes to the Father except through Me.

See if you can evoke, let alone handle, the presence of God without imitating Christ’s
surrender, humility, and love.

But the Devil appears as an Angel of Light.

What do you think self-righteousness is?
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If Desire Can Be Removed, Then I Am Not It. If I Am Not Desire, Then What Am
I?

I read an article on a subculture of contemporary eunuchs—men who perform black
market castrations because doctors often refuse or make it difficult for men who desire
the procedure. Due to advances in medical technology, however, life as a eunuch does
not mean a sexless life. The castrated men decide calmly and rationally if they would like
to have sex with someone, and if the other party agrees, then a testosterone shot is selfadministered and desire comes on like a high.

The article ends with a quote from one of the castrati: You don’t know how much your
hormones change you until you live without them.

I tell my brother about this article. His response: Huh, that’s interesting. But don’t ever
do it.
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Shame Feels Like Hardness, Like Dullness, Like Burning, Like Screeching Noise
Solidified

Abstaining from pornography and masturbation has its own withdrawal period, like any
other artificial dopamine hijacker. It is usually worst for the first few weeks, during
which there will be more than one day in which I will stare at a wall in my room and
think over and over I WANT TO CUM ON SOMEONE’S FACE.

Or, more accurately, I WANT TO WATCH A GUY CUM ON A WOMAN’S FACE
AND I WANT TO IMAGINE THAT I AM THAT GUY.

Plenty of people have told me that masturbation is healthy and natural, and that I
shouldn’t feel ashamed.

1. It probably is fine for people in the same way that drinking is fine if you can stop after
two drinks.
2. Pornography is probably the really damaging part, but the two are inseparable.
3. Perhaps, like with some other addictions, loneliness is the root cause.
4. If they could reach into my chest and pull the shame out of me, then I’d believe them.
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Why I Suspect I Am Not Invited to Many Parties Anymore

At a party, I’m telling a friend about a Rumi poem that cautions us that sex always results
in offspring. If the offspring is not physical, then it is spiritual, and that you will
eventually meet it. The last woman I slept with is in the other room, and I wonder if she’s
listening in. My friend is horrified by this idea.

When I was fourteen, I was so afraid of hell that I would watch the Trinity Broadcasting
Network all the time. My parents, who brought me to church three times a week, were
worried about my watching so much of it. I remember vaguely wondering if the woman
with big pink hair ever had sex.

Since she was married to the silver haired man, I assumed she had. I didn’t want to
imagine it.

Too weird.

It should not be a surprise, therefore, that I have never been comfortable enough with a
sexual partner to reach orgasm.
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Emotion is Not Chopped in Discrete Parts

Every Sunday before the collection plate was passed around, the pastor would read the
same passage: Do not give reluctantly or out of compulsion.

I have held on to that passage chiefly because it helps ease the guilt of denying money
when the homeless ask for it.

When taken out of a strictly monetary context, however, it can become a tool one strikes
against the ice of neurosis.

It needs its twin, though: Do not withhold reluctantly or out of compulsion.

When parting, in person or on telephone, my family says I love you. Sometimes, even,
when it is just my older brother and I, we’ll quickly and awkwardly say Loveyoubrother.

What I didn’t understand when I was growing up was that emotions are not merely the
crest and curl of the wave, but the deep darkness below, where shadowy forms couple
together and eat one another in turn.

The family ritual of I love you, in our instance, was not something to be psychoanalyzed,
but a sacrament that perhaps only occasionally broke up to the surface as sincerity.
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Where it was the rest of the time, mutating between larvae and Leviathan, an impossible
chasm between its realm and whatever the hell compulsion means.
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Thailand: What I Learned

The restaurants in Thailand served small portions: a mound of pork or chicken smaller
than one’s palm and a mound of rice that wasn’t much bigger. Or a broth with chunks of
tofu, chopped bean sprouts, and lemongrass. In spite of the hearty Western breakfast we
had each morning at the hotel—omelets, hash browns, ham, buttered and jellied toast—I
spent most afternoons and evenings with an unsatisfied stomach. I wasn’t hungry,
exactly, but I would crave food when I had a spare moment with nothing else to think
about.

By the end of the trip, however, I had become satisfied with the smaller portions, but I
hadn’t noticed it until I returned home and had dinner with my family.

I was satisfied after the first plate, but since before the trip I usually turned back to the
kitchen for seconds, I paused.

I could choose satisfaction.

Or I could do what I did, and turn back for food that I didn’t actually want.
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On Unity

The eyes are an invitation to fuse worlds. When staring out my window at a tree, the
thought occurs, Now let the tree take over your mind. My soul is not beautiful. I feel
down through the vital parts of my body a few dead piano keys. A dead chord. Part of the
progression to resolution blocked by dull plunks where tones ought to sound. Something
insists on thinking, on not fusing, on being apart from the leaves by thinking about them.
How much more, therefore, when I am with other people. I can fall in love with someone
that I am ashamed of being seen with. All it takes is enough eye contact, enough careless
hunger, enough desperate boredom.
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Mastery Over the Animal Passion

My favorite Tarot card is Strength. On it, a woman with an infinity sign over her head
stands next to a lion. The lion’s tongue is out. He is calm. She looks benignly down on
him.

I have a dream in which I come across a lion mating with a woman in a field. He is
golden, dignified, resplendent, and she is bent over yet still clothed.

British occultist Aleister Crowley, in his Thoth Tarot deck, revised the Strength card into
Lust, thus changing its meaning entirely.

If a man brings up Aleister Crowley at a party, then chances are he has not had sex in a
very long time.
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Christ: the Power and the Glory

Christ says, The eyes are the light of the body. If the light within you is darkness, how
great is that darkness!

He would spit on some dirt, and rub the mud on the eyes of the blind to make them see.

I wonder about Christ’s erections. I am not the first, and I am not even the age in which
Christ began his ministry yet. I am still in a relative darkness if I am to ask myself What
Would Jesus Do, Given My Age? Are there not different wisdoms to be employed at
different phases in one’s life?

Did Christ say He who looks at a woman lustfully has already committed adultery with
her in his heart from experience? Was Christ so squeaky clean that I might as well
worship Mickey Mouse, or did he feel a power bloom in his young body? Did he not
quake at its danger? Did he not have dreams of harlots crawling toward his body, craving
union? What did he do? Did he see through Time to the little death of the orgasm and
continually choose his larger death? Could he intuit the shame without dipping his hand
in its blood?

Was it not erotic, the woman desperate for healing, pushing through the crowd to touch
the hem of his garment, and Christ stopping, saying Who just touched me? I felt power
leave my body.
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The decision he had to make then, not to blush at some stolen power, to re-establish his
body as an inviolable Temple of the Holy Spirit, on loan to him from the Father, a
conduit for miracles he did not intend on performing.
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On Kierkegaard

Soren Kierkegaard, on the day he confessed his love to Regina Olsen, invited her to play
a piece on the piano for him. Then, he writes, suddenly I take the music book, shut it not
without some violence, throw it down on the piano and say, ‘Ah, what do I care about
music; it is you I have been seeking for two years.’

What followed was an engagement fraught with Kierkegaard’s brooding self-reflection.
He called himself a lover with an artificial leg, one whose every other step was
inorganic, overanalytical. He writes, I was debating whether I could become engaged to
her—and there she was, my fiancée, beside me.

He had a multitude of secrets, that even we now do not know the full extent of, that he
felt would have been his duty to disclose to her. But, as he confesses, had I explained
myself, I must have initiated her into terrible things, my relationship to my father, his
melancholy, the dreadful night which broods in the inmost depths, my wildness, lusts and
excesses, which yet perhaps were not so heinous in the sight of God.

My mother would have said that he was being too hard on himself.

She would have liked that he was a Christian, though.
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Subtlety: Fear

In the line at the supermarket, I become aware again that I constantly feel subtly
threatened when other people are around.

How do I know this? Because for some reason, I start to chant the word Safety over and
over in my mind, and I imagine how I would greet the cashier if that word were true.
How I could look people in the eye. How my skeleton would aright and my muscles relax
without my mind checking it periodically.

I like to keep my hair messy, like there’s a 19th century tempest blasting through my skull
that won’t let my hair stay combed and controlled.

Maybe Kierkegaard’s hair was a defense mechanism.

Maybe I want the cashier to validate me, to make me feel welcome here.

What an obnoxious thing to demand of everyone I meet.
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Southern Baptist Parenting II

Given that reincarnation is false and biblical literalists are correct, every baby born is an
inhuman amount of responsibility. Congratulations, chances are you just birthed a new
everlasting torment that you love terribly, that fills you with more fear and trembling than
you can anymore muster for yourself.

Given the doctrine of the age of innocence, during which if a child dies, then its soul
guarantees heaven, then the objective best choice for a believing parent is abortion or
infanticide.

The responsibility is crushing, and in no way conducive to a healthful psyche.

It is difficult to be grateful for life if one says grace each meal with an invisible gun to the
head.

I much prefer Borges’s take: Heaven and hell seem out of proportion to me: the actions
of men do not deserve so much.
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Sermon to my Parents at the Memphis Zoo

My parents visit me, and we go to the zoo. I tell them I am writing about animals.

At lunch in the Zoo cafeteria, I talk about how I enjoy teaching, and about how I sneak in
a passage from C.S. Lewis about Pride in order to teach rhetorical strategies. Mother
relaxes a little, but still holds a little anxiety. She has no idea what I believe.

I try to explain:

The Bible is just a tool the Holy Spirit uses, one of many, and you want to pick the tool
depending on the work that needs to be done. If the problem that needs to be solved,
however, was caused by the Bible, then it isn’t the best tool for that job. Maybe sitting
quietly and listening to silence is a better tool for that job, even if the person advocating
that lived a thousand years before Christ. What matters is that the Fruit of the Spirit
grow in the person. If something is making one kinder, more patient, then it must be God
working.

Father nods. Mother’s lips tighten into a half-frown. I have to wait out a quick flare of
anger, before I quiet down and say:

What I’m trying to say is that I wouldn’t have the wonderful relationship with God that I
have if it weren’t for you.
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Pilate Asked Jesus, “What is Truth?”

Hypothesis: by the third time a memory is recalled, something about it is untrue.

If memory is so amorphous, then may we treat it like clay.

Clay that shapes us.

One path of the mystic is to systematically re-record the emotional content of every
memory as love.

If this sounds impossible, then start with the easy ones.
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Theology: On Fire

That hell and purgatory are both described with metaphors to flame suggests that they are
the same place. What makes them different is the attitude of the sufferer: is he humble or
indignant? Open to change or fiercely defensive?

Maybe heaven is on fire, too. Maybe hell is how one feels when one cannot handle the
intensity of God, who is everywhere.

The closer one gets to God, the less one needs ideas about Her. One does not exclaim
Oxytocin! during a hug or Dopamine! at an orgasm. As Carl Jung told his students, Study
all the psychological theories you can, but when working with a patient, forget all of
them.

God is a forgetting fire. We burn as long as something in us is not also fire.
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Conversations with my Older Brother during his Visit to Memphis

1.
I tried so hard, I say. I told Mom that I was going to a Quaker church, thinking that
that’d be good enough, but she said, “They don’t use scripture there?” and right in that
moment, I thought, “Fuck it!”

Fuck it, he says.

Fuck it, I say. I’m done. I don’t want to go back to the Quaker meeting. I was doing all of
this religious shit for her. I mean, I can’t exactly undo the way it wired me, but I have no
forward momentum for it anymore.

If it ain’t Southern Baptist, it ain’t good enough, he says. I am grateful to Mom and Dad,
though, for protecting us from all the racist shit elsewhere in our family. They were
visibly nervous around black people, but they never taught us anything against them.

I say, And Dad would never push a political agenda on us. He’d always just say, “Some
people are liberal, and some people are conservative,” even though he’d watch Fox
News and all that.

Yeah, they never really were all that political, he says.
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2.
I have those books you leant me a while back, he says, all but the one, Neurosis and
Human Growth.

I actually ordered another copy of that book, just got it this past weekend when the
parents visited, I say.

I wasn’t ready to read it when you first gave it to me, but now I am, he says.

That book cut through me like a sword when I first read it, I say. Now I’m re-reading it.

To see how far you’ve come?

Yeah. So far, not as far as I’d like.

He hands me a pile of books, mostly books on the I Ching, and I feel how hollow my
help was, when my brother was having a mental breakdown, to offer him silly books on
Chinese divination. The only book not on the I Ching is Alan Watt’s Behold the Spirit, a
book unifying Episcopalian theology and Eastern mysticism. I should have kept that book
too. My brother doesn’t give a shit about either. The Stoics would have been much
better—but then again, would telling a person in the midst of his reality cracking open to
just suck it up be better? What matters is that maybe for the first time in our lives we’re
both healthy and strong at the same time.
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3.
He says, I read an interview with David Berman in which he claims that there hasn’t
been a songwriter who has been as good at writing songs as Shakespeare was at writing
plays. Not Bob Dylan, not Leonard Cohen, and he calls them out by name. A lot of the
time, when I look at something or listen to a song, I think to myself, “Is that it? Is that as
good as it gets?” Not that I can do better, but it makes me want to do better.

That’s how I feel when I read The Far Side, I say.
Yeah, something that has huge public appeal, that is supposed to be one of the best of its
kind, he says.

Whoop-dee-doo, the boy cows have udders too, I say. But I have a hard time paying
attention to the lyrics of songs.

He says, Well, contemporary production is partly to blame. That’s why I like the Silver
Jews; the lyrics are always easy to hear.

I say, What I like about jazz is I can listen to all of these distinct parts having all of these
subtle variations within their own patterns, and it taking listen after listen to understand
the patterns even a little, but somehow it all coming together—

And you get an unspeakable sense of the spirit of jazz. Yeah, yeah, I know where you’re
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going with that, he says.

4.
Have you heard the rumors about Louis C.K.? I ask him. He hadn’t, and so I tell him
about how some female comics have said that he invited them back to his room after a
show and asked if he can take his penis out. Thinking that he was just joking, they said
yes, but he then began to masturbate in front of them. Uncomfortable, they get up to
leave, but he stands in front of the door and says, Not until I finish.

Jesus, my brother says. I guess that just shows that fame corrupts you.

Yeah, I say. I used to find all his gross out sexual humor cathartic—like he would use the
jokes to get all that shit out of his head so he wouldn’t bring it out into the world. But it’s
different if he actually does this stuff.

My brother says, I don’t want to be like Woody Allen, ninety-something and still chasing
skirts. You’ve got to find something else. Hell, even now at thirty, if I never got laid
again, I wouldn’t mind so much.

Me, too, I say. I’ve stopped looking at pornography.

It’s a shame that’s the default these days, looking at all that, he says.
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I say, It’s much easier to talk to people without having the shame always hanging on my
head. I didn’t know it was causing as much of my anxiety as it was. Pleasure is
ephemeral, but accomplishment—

Is less ephemeral, he says.
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On Father

Be thou perfect, as thy Father in Heaven is perfect. But it took me a long time to admire
my Earthly Father. He would get upset, and instead of taking it out on his children, he
would storm between the kitchen and dining room, picking up chairs and putting them
down again, and clapping his hands, and saying over and over to Mother, I just don’t
know, Talitha.

He never hurt us, but we absorbed him.

And he was calmer even then than before we were born. When first married, Mother tells
us, he once got so angry he punched through a car window. What he was angry about, we
don’t know. He was handsome. He was a boxer. A man punched his nose broken, and it
never healed back correctly. Every time he goes up or down stairs, I know his knee hurts
from a football injury. All of the laundry he carried up and down for Mother, for us. The
long hours at the stove factory without complaining, the long hours driving to pick me up
from the camp that I wanted to leave early, or to help me move, without complaining.
The gentleness when he kissed my forehead at my friend’s wedding, something Mother
wouldn’t dare to do.
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To see him now, in
zen calm, slowly folding back
a banana peel--

I feel the fiery pride of life in me looking for a city to destroy.
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On Closeness with God

In Thailand, on a high holy Buddhist day, we walk up a thousand steps to a temple. We
can barely see the temple from the bottom. During our training, a woman asked us why
we went on this trip, and though other people said to spread the Gospel I said to get
closer to God because then I didn’t have a Gospel to share. Why make other people like
me when I am not yet free. In the temple we take off our shoes, and we walk around and
pray and drop Christian tracts. My small group leader wants me to take over the prayers.
It is time to step up. Am I merely timid or do I, already, not believe in what I am doing.
The clouds are much lower up here, rubbing along the sprawling green hills. Our tracts
are yellow, and to drop one feels like placing a land mine. On a bus, I feel inadequate that
I don’t feel the spirit during the praise and worship time. A fellow missionary tells me
that worship is something one does all the time, something he was doing right then
talking to me. All of the sentimental repetitions to an invisible projection, all the crying
and hand raising, was little more than mass catharsis—an emotional purge. In the Koran,
Allah says, I am closer to you than your jugular vein.
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What is Closer to Me than My Jugular Vein?

Not the vital feeling of my body but the awareness that vitality is in a body. Whatever
spaciousness is playing my flesh like a first-person video game. And when I sin is it God
who sins? And when others sin against me is it God who is my enemy? Those questions
are already at a distance from what is. What the Cross needs is mystery. Suffering.
Broken flesh and a heart opened Heavenwards. The Kingdom of Heaven is within you,
whatever that means.

The proper attitude, when being cast into Hell, is Gratitude.

These are just words. God damn the words.

Let me try again:

The Holy Word is Yes.
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Happy Birthday

I call Mother on her fifty first birthday. I am wandering around an empty classroom, still
dressed up from teaching, and she talks about getting old. I can feel my body failing, and
I’m not sure what happens after, she says. I can feel her slight relief at being worried
about herself for a change. In that moment, she isn’t anybody but a tender stranger trying
to tell a young man what it is like to look at death.

My dear, I don’t know either.

If only I could hold your hand when it opens.
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Dream: Conversation with Divinity

1. Entangled in union, the Goddess over me, her breasts soft, she coaxes my soul forward,
out of my body into hers. It is time to act without thinking. I love you, she says. I hesitate
before saying to hell with hesitation, before replying I love you too without knowing if I
mean it.

2. A friend and I enter the church of my childhood, and we sit in the back annex of the
sanctuary, intent on leaving soon. I look past the crowd for the pastor or for Mr. Stone, so
that I may make incriminating notes about them, but they are hiding behind the
baptistery. My mother, father, sister, and grandparents enter from the front end, and I
grow increasingly uncomfortable. I want to leave, but it becomes apparent that I am to
stay.

Oh no, what do I do? I ask God.

You love them, God says.

I don’t know how to love, I tell God.

I know, God says.
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